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A Sustainable Alternative
to Replace the Grand Prairie

Area Demonstration Project

Executlve Summary

Arkansans have a choice: unsuisfainability versus sustainability. This fundamental
choice regards the future direction for using, managing and sharing Arkansas’ valu-
able water resources. The U.S. Army Corps of Engineers (Corps) now is ready to
begin construction of a pumping station and a 650-mile, regional distribution system,
to divert water from the White River to irrigate rice farms on the Grand Prairie. The
Grand Prairie Area Demonstration iject (GPADP) needs only a federal appropriation

- from Congress, which the Corps expects by Summer of 2001. If construction begins,

an irreversible chain of events will commence, likely cascading into as many as 13
irrigation projects that would re-plumb most of Arkansas’ agricultural watersheds
There still is time to avoid this path to the Delta’s version of “water wars.”




The Situation
¢ Agricultural irrigation accounts for about 8¢ percent of groundwater withdrawal in the Grand Prairie.

¢ The agricultural community has known since 1927 that the rate of groundwater withdrawal is unsustainable,

¢ The White River basin:

¢  hosts the White River and Cache River Natmna] Wﬂdhfe Refuges—wthe largest remaining functional bottomland
hardwood ecosystem on any tributary of the Mississippi River;

supports the largest population of wintering mallards in North America;

supports the state’s only native population 'of black bears;

harbors one of the most important and dzverse fisheries resources in Arkansas and the Mzsszsszppa Delta; and
is recognized by an international convgn_txonuas a “wetland of international importance,”
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‘Corps’ Proposal
¢ The Corps proposes to solve the probiem of the depleted alluvial aquifer by degrading yet
another important water resource, Arkansas mtemanona}.}y renowned White River.,
4 The Corps’ proposal would:
¢ build a pumping plant on the White Rwer to remove 1,640 cubic feet per second of water
{1.06 billion galions/day, 115 billion gallons/year);
build a 650-mile regional water distribution system across private farmlands;
increase irrigation efficiency modestly, from 60 percent to an optimized 70 percent;
construct 8,849 acres of new on-farm irrigation storage reservoirs;
irrigate 209,046 acres of cropland on fewer than 867 farms;
cost $319 million—$367,935 per farm or $1,525 per irrigated acre;
still require a 15.6-percent decline in irrigated acreage; and
. ¢ meet none of its major objectives, wciacimg preservmg the alluvial aquifer.
¢ The GPADP also would: '
¢ buttress near-record commodity snrpiuses, -
& suppress already-low commodity prices; -
¢ hamper farmers’ ability to earn enough profit from their yields to stay in business; and
¢ further compound problems with the nation’s agricultural economy.
¢ Almost half of the farmers-the would-be beneficiaries—in the area oppose the project.

> > > > > >
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Sustainable Alternative

The sustainable alternative endeavors to use the Grand Prairie within its sustainable water limits, rather than

reengineer this ﬁmque area to buttress and temporarily extend unsustainable uses.

This alternative highlights the reality that—when confronted with critical, long-term water shortages-—it is

wiser to spend money to save water, than to waste water to save money.

The sustainable alternative '

does not exploit the White River;

maximizes {instead of optimizes) irrigation efficiency, to 80 percent or higher from 60 percent;

maximizes the number and capacity of on-farm irrigation storage reservoirs;

reduces the size of the irrigation problem, from 362,662 acres to no more than 4,692 acres; and

recommends using public money to convert unsustainable cropland into less-water-demanding uses, such as

alternative crops, ecosystem restoration and wildlife recreation.

. Addresses the fact that, once the size of the problem is reduced to 94,692 acres, the Corps’ plan for a 650-mile
regional water distribution system, cosnng more than $230 million for only 94,692 acres, wounld cost {axpayers
more than $2,428 per acre.

Thig alternative is estimated to costless than half the Corps’ proposal. /
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The Situation

¢ Agricultural irrigation

é

accounts for about 89 percent
of groundwater withdrawal in
the Grand Prairie.

The agricultural community
has known since 1927 that the
rate of groundwater
withdrawal is unsustainable.

The White River basin:

hosts the White River and
Cache River National
wildlife Refuges—the
largest remaining functional
bottomland hardwood eco-
system on any tributary of
the Mississippi River;
supports the largest
population of wintering
mallards in North America;
supports the state’s only
native population of black
bears;

harbors one of the most
important and diverse
fisheries resources in
Arkansas and the
Mississippi Delta; and

is recognized by an inter-
national conventionas a
“wetland of international
importance.”

Background

T’he lower White River, in Arkansas, is an

| mterna‘tmnal treasure, as it is home to an extensive

network of wildlife. Annually, it draws research-
ers, tourists, and recreationists around the world.
The White River National Wildlife Refuge is the
laz'gest remai’ﬁing functional bottomland hardwood

ecosystem on any tributary of the Mississippi River.

ThIS ecosystem supports the largest wintering popu-
la_tlon of mallards in North America, as well as the
only native populatian of black bears in Arkansas.
The White River ecosystem has been designated by
the international Ramsar Convention as a “wetland
of international importance,” alongside national
treasures such as the Everglades and the
Okefenokee Swamp. The White River is home to
more than 100 species of fish and 45 species of
mussels, including several endangered mussels, and

is one of the most diverse aquatic systems in the
nation.

‘Agricultural irrigation is responsible for about
89 percent of annual groundwater withdrawal in
Arkansas’ Grand Prairie region. The agricultural

'co'mm{x'nity has known since 1927 that the collec-
tive rate of irrigation water withdrawal from the al-

luvial aquifer--the major source of ground water
across the Delta--is unsustainable. Nonetheless, ir-

rigation continues to expand across Arkansas (Fig-

ure 1) at the second- -highest rate in the nation
(NRCS National Resources Inventory: 1997). This
deﬁmt use of Arkansas’ abundant, but limited and
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declining, water supply has enabled Arkansas to become the top rice-producing
. state in the U.S....at a price.

The Arkansas Soil and Water Conservatzon Commission (ASWCC) estimates
that portions of the alluvial aquifer n may 'be irreversibly depleted in the Grand Prai-
rie by 2015. That ground water deplehon is a very real problem in several areas of
eastern Arkansas is undisputed. : =

Irrigated cropl_aj_i_id:acreage in Arkansas

o
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| Production of rice, a high-water-demanding crop, across Arkansas has in-
creased three-fold since 1970, from about 0.5 million acres to about 1.5 million
acres (Figure 2). Currently, Arkansas is the top rice-producing state in the U.S,,
with about 42 percent of the nation’s rice harvest. Inthe U.S., especially Arkansas,
rice growers have been so successful that they have contributed to a surplus-driven
economic slump. Nationally, rice production is increasing, while average season
prices are declining. Furthermore, taxpayer subsidies have risen to record levels to

. support farm income,
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Fundamentally, Arkansas cannot sustain 1.5 million acres of rice production.
Likewise, rice production on the Grand Prairie is unsustainable, as demonstrated
by the very fact that the Unites States Army Corps of Engineers (Corps) proposes to
tap and compromise yet another source-of‘irrigation water.

Although eastern Arkansas averages about 49 inches of rainfall annually, water
remains limited. Competition for water is growing thfoughout the White River
basin. Municipalities, agriculture, ecosystems, navigation, industry and recreation
all need the same water.

The GPADP is labeled a_'“deml_c}nstration project” for two reasons. First, irri-
gation is not a traditional mission of the’Corps Second, because the Corps consid-
ers irrigation to be a growth opportumty, the GPADP is intended to prove that the
Corps can plan and implement major irrigation projects. The ramifications are
vast. In Arkansas alone, there are at least 13 irrigation projects proposed (Figure 3).
Three would divert water from the White River or its tributaries, in addition to the
water being diverted by the GPADP. If completed, this array of irrigation projects
would cover vast areas of Arkansas’ agricultural land in the Delta, the Arkansas
River Valley and the Red River Valley, effectively re-plumbing the state’s agricul-
tuz'al watersheds. :
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Figure 3. Arkansas’ Irrigation Projects: pl‘éﬁ)é}sﬁéd,: planned or in progress

Because irrigated acreage coﬁfﬁﬁiiés'to increase in the Mississippi Delta (Fig-
ure 4), Arkansas’ water problems are inevitable in other Delta states. Arkansas’
response to this challenge is certain to-become a model throughout the Delta.

Irrigated Acreage in the Delta Region
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. Figure 4. Number of acres of irrigated cr_opiand_ in the Delta Region, which includes Arkansas,
Louisiana, and Mississippi, from 1982-1997 (USDA-NRCS National Resources Inventory: 1997).




Corps’ Proposal

¢ The Corps proposes to solve the
problem of the depleted alluvial
aquifer by degrading yet
another important water
resource, Arkansas’ interna-
tionally renowned White River.

The Corps’ proposal would:
build a pumping plant on
the White River to remove
1,640 cubic feet per second
of water (1.06 billion gallons/
day, 115 billion galions/year);
¢ build a 650-mile regional
water distribution system
across private farmlands;
¢ increase irrigation efficiency
modestly, from 60 percent to
an optimized 70 percent;
¢ construct 8,849 acres of
new on-farm irrigation stor-
age reservoirs,;
¢ irrigate 209,046 acres of
cropland on fewer than 867
farms;
¢ cost $319 million—
$367,935 per farm or $1,525
_ per irrigated acre;

¢ still require a 15.6-percent
decline in irrigated
acreage; and
+ meet none of its major
objectives, including pre-
serving the alluvial aquifer.

The GPADP also would:

¢ Dbuttress near-record com-
modity surpluses;.

¢ suppress already-low
commodity prices;

¢ hamper farmers’ ability to
earn enough profit from their
yields to stay in business; and

¢ further compound problems
with the nation’s agricultural
economy.

Almost half of the farmers-—the
woulé-be beneficiaries-in the

area oppose the project. /

T’he. Cofp'g;’ $319 Million Proposal

The Corps —with the U.S. Department of
Agncnlture S Natm‘al Resources Conservation Service
(NRCS), the ASWCC ‘and the White River Regional
Irrigation Water Distribution District (WRID)—has
approved é'-.t*ywj—part project. The Corps is the lead
agency_fét pl‘azmiﬁg and building a regional supple-
mental Wafer sﬂppiy system that would build a pump-
ing station to draw 1,640 cubic feet per second (1.06
billion gallons/ day) of water from the White River.
The project would also include the installation of 10-
foot- dzameter stee} pipes to carry diverted water 1.7
miles to a holdzng reservoir, a 650-mile regional wa-
ter dzstm_batzon. system and at least 120 in-stream
weirs. . | |

NRCS wou}d be the lead agency for planning and
1mplementmg a cozzcurrent on-farm effort to enhance
water conservation and storage. The on-farm portion
would be composed of an optimized combination of
water conservation features and water storage facili-
ties. NRCS would oversee installation of 8,849 acres
of on-farm jrrigation storage reservoirs, to hold the
sup‘pleme_z;'tél'-ﬁy\{ater, -as well as tailwater recovery
structures and other irrigation technologies to recycle
water, whlie modestly reducing water losses and
waste The proj ject would optimize irrigation efficiency
across the Grand Prairie, from the current 60-percent
average efficiency to 70-percent efficiency.




The Corps claims that enwrozzmental enhancement i featured prominently
in the project. The GPADP proposes to provxde up to about 38,000 acres of winter-
flooded, harvested rice fields for waterfow], permanently-pooled water behind weirs
in existing streams for fish, and additional permanent water in on-farm reservoirs
and irrigation canals. Finally, the Corps asserts that native prairies will be restored.
The reality, to the contrary, is that irreversible compromises to the incomparable
White River ecosystem would be traded off for artificial environmental features
that provide marginal ecological benefits, at best.

Ofthe GPADP’s $319 million cost, about $208 million (65 percent) would be
paid by U.S. taxpayers. The remaining $111 million will be paid by Arkansas tax-
payers and project beneficiaries. For comparison with other well-known and con-
troversial Corps projects, the White River Navigation Project costs $30 million,
and the Yazoo (Mississippi) Pumps Pro;; ect costs less than $200 million.

The Grand Prairie should be
used within its sustainable limits,
rather than re-engineered to
meet desires for unsustainable,

intensive, short-term use.
- - J




® The Corps’ Objectives versus Reality

Even if the GPADP is impleﬁiteh;{éd:‘éxa&}y'jas. proposed, the project is un-
likely to meet any of its major objectives, as _Statéd in the Main Report (41)*. The
Corps’ study-specific objectives, listed below, are contrasted by likely realities.

Objective: Protect and preserve the alluvial aquifer.

Reality:  The GPADP would take no steps to manage, regulate or protect the
alluvial aquifer or to prevent unsustainable groundwater withdrawals
from continuing. The pro;ect provzdes zero assurances that the allu-
vial aquifer will stablhze, much }ess recharge. Farmers can and will
continue using existing wells, drzihng new wells and pumping
groundwater at unsustamab}e rates, despite the project. Unless the
state of Arkansas accepts its legal anthonty and stewardship respon-
sibility to manage gronndwgter, unsustainable levels of pumping
from the alluvial aquifer will Co’niinue. ;

. Objective: Provide a supplemental water supply to meet the irrigation water
needs of the Grand Prairie.

Reality:  The GPADP will not méet theé ‘Qrand Prairie’s current irrigation de-
mands. Even if implemented_exacﬂy as proposed, the GPADP will
meet only 87.6 percent of the aiferage annual water demand for the
project area, according to th'é Corps’ own analysis (65). A planned
average water shortfall of 59. 791 acre-feet (86), would leave at least
30,820 acres of currently 1mgated cropland vulnerable to frequent
shortages (59,791 acre~feet /1.94 acre-feet per acre, current demand
at 60-percent efficiency). In other words, even after spendzng $319
million, the GPADP would pro\fjlde enough water to irrigate the entire
project area only 57.4 percent of the time, or 27 out of 47 years (65).

* All references to the Main Report refer to the United States Army Corps of Engineers’ Lastern
Arkansas Region Comprehenstve Study, Grand Prairie Area Demonstration Project, General
. Reevaluation Report, February 2000, Memphis, TN.
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Objective:

Reality:

- Objective:

Reality:

Possible consequences of the Cozps planned water shortfall include:

¢ Some cropland converting to dryland farming (86);

¢  Lackof some rice flooding for winter waterfowl (86);

s  Continuing of overdraft from the alluvial aquifer; and

¢ More water being pu;n_ped from White River than promised.

Over time, it is hkely that more water would be pumped from the White
River than predicted by the Corps. The state’s minimum flow assurances
and the Corps’ pump cut-off levels are only as effective as the subsequent
political will to honor and enforce them. Agricultural and political reali-
ties compel a reasonable assumption that the next drought will generate
such political pressure as to cause the state’s minimum flows and the
Corps’ pump cut-off levels to be weakened or waived, to provide desired
irrigation water, -

Maximize the use of conservation.

The GPADP plans to optimize--rather than maximize--the use of con-
servation, to modestly increase irrigation efficiency from 60 percent to
only 70 percent. This optimum goal of waste reduction was determined
for the Corps’ benefit: cost analyses that assumed no need to eliminate
all waste because a pump and distribution system would provide supple-
mental White River water. Affordable technology already is available to
increase average irrigation efﬁ_éiency to at least 80 percent.

Enhance fish and wildlife habitat. |

The benefits to fish and wxldhfe habitat are overstated. The 38,000 acres

of flooded, harvested rice fields promised for ducks are:

+  unneeded—the acreage objective for this habitat type under the
North American Waterfowl Management Plan is nearly met in

1



. low-grade hab1tat~—compared to natural foods--waste rice is a
. high-energy but Iow-qua}xty food, that is now known to be less
abundant and avaﬂable than once thought and
. achievable without the GPAi)Pﬂme Arkansas Partners Project
and the Arkansas RICE Pm}ect has been highly successful in
convincing and assisting rice farmers to voluntarily flood rice
fields in winter, to attract dncks and generate extra revenue from
hunting leases. '
i
Furthermore, the project’s purported fish habitat enhancement would
consist only of marginal ecologzcal beneﬁts from permanent water
pooled behind project weirs in emstmg water-conveyance streams, new
on-farm reservoirs and new canals These artificial habitats might ben-
efit common, generalist ﬁsh specxes, but not the diverse community of
species now in the White River, which would be subjected to increased
risk during longer-duration, low-flow regimes.

Objective: Restore native prairies. o

Reality:  The GPADP has merely ¢ comrmtted to conduct an “experimental plant-
ing” of native grasses and poss1b}y some prairie forbs, instead of the
usual tame grasses such as fescue and bermudagrass. These plantings
will occur, not in the large blocks of c:iuality prairie habitat needed to
attract true grassland wildlife ,but in strips along the canal banks and
rights-of-way. Theoretically, the project could provide up to 3,000 acres
of native plants. However; becazzse the Corps acknowledges “prairie
restoration can be costly and’ tlme-consummg, the results of the experi-
ment “will be used to ascertazn the feaszbﬂny and amount of restoration
practical” (46).

Objective: Minimize cost and maxi‘zrz.izéoutputs
Reality: A $319 million praject proposa} that does not meet any of its objectives is
a failure.




Sustainable
Alternative

~ The sustainable alternative endeavors
to use the Grand Prairie within its sus-
tainable water limits, rather than re-en-
gineer this unique area to buttress and
termporarily extend unsustainable uses.

This alternative highlights the reality
that—when confronted with critical,

long-term water shortages—it is wiser
to spend money to save water, than to
waste water to save money.

‘The sustainable alternative

¢ does not exploit the White River;

4 maximizes (instead
of optimizes) trrigation
efficiency, to 80 percent or
higher from 60 percent;

& maximizes the number and
capacity of on-farm irrigation
storage reservoirs;

& reduces the size of the irrigation
problem, from 362,662 acres to
no more than 94,692 acres; and

4 recommends using public
money to convert unsustainable
cropland into less-water-
demanding uses, such as

aiternative crops, ecosystem
restoration and wildlife recreation.

Addresses the fact that, once the size
of the problem is reduced to 94,692
acres, the Corps’ plan for a 650-mile
regional water distribution system,
costing more than $230 million for
only 94,692 acres, would cost taxpay-
ers more than $2,428 per acre.

This alternative is estimated to cost
less than half the Corps’ proposal. .

/

The Sustamable Alternative

ThIS altemat:ve addresses the problem of ground-
water dep]etxon at its source, rather than at its symp-
toms. The source of the problem of groundwater deple-
tion in the Grand Prairie is the unsustainable water
demand for ii‘rigation' Agriculture accounts for about
89 percent of the area’s annual groundwater withdraw-
als from the alluvial aquifer. Aviable, long-term solu-
tion that achieves water sustainability must begin by
making every effort to reduce demand. Any other ap-
proach—such as getting more water—addresses the
symptoms, but compounds the problems. The Grand
Prairie ;s_ho;_ild ‘be used within its sustainable limits,
rather than re-engineered to meet desires for unsus-
tainable, intensive; short-term use.

Current rice production on the Grand Prairie is un-
sus’sajnabl__é.and, must decline, even if the GPADP is
constructed as proposed. This unpopular fact is ac-
knowledgé:,d by the Corps, the NRCS, the ASWCC and
the WRID.. By planning to provide irrigation water
for only 299-,046?acres of the project area’s 247,556
current}y irrigated acres (64-65), project proponents
already havé"éic'cepted that a 15.6-percent reduction
in irrigated agriculture on the Grand Prairie is socially
acceptable and does not constitute a lethal blow to
Arkansas’ rlg:e industry. On the other hand, propo-
nents hold that a 75.6-percent reduction in irrigated
agriculture on the Grand Prairie (the no-action result)
is an unacgeptable" impact to the rice industry’s criti-
cal mass (e.g., 23, 25).
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The realities of the unsustainability of current water use and the imminent
. change on the Grand Prairie have been acknowledged. Irrigated agriculture on the
Grand Prairie must decline at least 15, 6 percent, but no more than 75.6 percent.
.The remaining question is: what is the ‘magic number” for reducing irrigated agri-
culture, that achieves sustaznabzlzty on the Grand Prairie without fatally undermin-

ing Arkansas’ rice industry?

This sustainable alternative utilizes the Corps’ own data and analyses to con-
struct an alternative approach. This approach leaves the White River alone, needs
no pumping station or water delivery system, maximizes wise use of limited water
resources, and recommends public assistance to reduce irrigated acreage to sus-
tainable levels. This alternative follows a three-step strategy, in order of priority,
and is followed by a chart, entitled, “The Shrinking Problem,” which illustrateshow -
these measures reduce the size of the Grand Prairie’s irrigation problem to a man-
ageable level, eliminating any need for a pumping station on the White River.

Step 1: Maximize irrigation efficiency to at least 80 percent.

The sustainable alternative-places its highest priority on making the
absolute best use of existing v\{ater conditions by maximizing conser-
vation. The Corps acknowledges that “conservation yields the most
return for the dollar inves_ted” (50).

The current average 1rr1gat10n efficiency across the Grand Prairieis

estimated at 60 percent (43). Of every 100 gallons obtained by farm-

ers, 60 gallons reaches the crops and 40 gallons are lost. At this effi-

ciency level, 481,195 acre-feet of water are required annually to irri-

gate the 247,556 acres of _cijcpland in the GPADP project area (64), an

average of 1.94 acre-féet per acre. The GPADP currently proposes to

increase irrigation efficiency only to the “optimal” level of 70 percent
. because achieving higher éffei:_iency would cost more.
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The alternative asserts that it-is wiser, in the long term, to spend money
to save water than to waste water to save money. It is technically and
fiscally feasible to achieve at least 80-percent irrigation efficiency
across the Grand Prairie. If the GPADP aimed for 80-percent effi-
ciency, a total of 360,896 acre-feet of water would be needed per year,
a reduction in water demand of 120,299 acre-feet (25 percent). At 80-
percent irrigation efficiency, only 1.46 feet of water is needed per acre,
on average (360,896 acre-feet/247,556 acres). (Figure 5)

/ Project Per N
~area acre
_water water
demand demand
cre-feet) (acre-feet/acre)
60 percent (current level, GPADP) =~ = 481,195 1.94
70 percent (GPADP proposal) =~ 412,453 1.67
80 percent (Sustainable Alternative) =~ 360,896 1.46
85 percent (innovative possibility) 339,667 1.37
90 percent (possibly in future) = - 320,797 1.30
\100 percent (actual need of current crops) 288,717 1.17 /

Figure 5. Effects of changes in average irrigation efficiency.on project area and per acre water demand

Step 2.

By achieving 80-percent irrigation efficiency, the 40,000 acre-foot
sustainable yield of the alluvial aquifer can be stretched to meet the
irrigation needs of 27,397 acres |

(40,000 acre-feet +1.46 acré-feet/acre = 27,397 acres).

Maximize on-farm water storage. -

On-farm irrigation storage reservoirs enable farmers to become hy-
drologically self-reliant. Reservoirs enable farmers to capture and
store available water during wet seasons, to be used later for irriga-
tion. These structures also providethe ability to store and recycle
excess irrigation tailwater. I placed on cropland instead of wetland
or streamcourses, reservoirs can reduce water demand by taking
irrigated land out of production.- Finally, reservoirs on cropland are
strongly supported by conservationists, who would staunchly oppose
placing the same structure on wetlands or streamcourses.



The Corps’ analysis of :on}-_fam storage raises as many questions as it
answers. The project ai;;e_a,,g:urrenﬂy supports 15,556 acres of on-farm
irrigation storage reservoirs (68). The Corps purports (31) to use the
measurement of 8 feet 'as an average depth to calculate the volume of
existing storage, which should estimate 124,448 acre-feet of storage
capacity. However, the. Corps actually used 5.43 feet as an average
depth in its calculatlons, resultmg in their estimate that existing res-
ervoirs have a storage capacny of 84,525 acre-feet (44, 68). Finally,
the Corps cannot determine whether the existing reservoirs provide
all 84,525 acre-feet (44)- or only ‘73,188 acre-feet (68).

This alternative deals with these discrepancies in two steps. First, the
most conservative Cofps‘ 'esltimate of 73,188 acre-feet is shown to
provide water for 50,129 acres, at 80-percent irrigation efficiency
(73,188 acre-feet + 1. 46 acre»feet/ acre = 50,129 acres). Second, this
alternative takes the Corps at its word that existing reservoirs already
have a storage capacity of 8 feet average depth or could be upgraded
to 8 feet. Thus, at 80_~pez'ce2it_; efficiency, an additional 27,383 acres
could be irrigated by the extra 39,979 acre-feet of storage capacity
(39,797 acre-feet + 1.46 acre—_feet/acre = 27,383 acres). If existing
reservoirs already are 8 feet average depth, the $9.5 million cost to
upgrade them is eliminated.’ -

According to the Corps’ pl&ﬁs, all new irrigation reservoirs will be 10 feet
average depth and will prowde 10 acre-feet of water per acre of reservoir.
For example, 8,849 acres of planned new reservoirs could provide
88,493 acre-feet of water (44, 68). Every 1,000 acres of new reservoirs
takes 1,000 acres of cropland out of production, and eliminates 1,000
acres of irrigation water demand The Corps clearly states that all reser-
voirs will be located on cmpland_ (31, 44, 68). Also, every 1,000 acres of
new reservoirs will prévide 10,000 acre-feet of irrigation water, that will
meet the needs of 6,849 acres of cropland at 80-percent efficiency
(10,000 acre-feet + 1.46 a¢ré-feet/acre = 6,849 acres). Therefore, every
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Step 3.

1,000 acres of new reservoirs can reduce the project area’s water
demand by the equivalent of 7,849 acres (1,000 acres + 6,849 acres =
7,849 acres). L

Without supplemental water from the White River, the Corps esti-
mates that a maximum of 1,379 acres of new reservoirs can be sup-
ported by the project area watershe_ds (69). Conservationists believe
this estimate is very conservative and that, by capitalizing on abun-
dant surface water available during winter, additional reservoirs

- could be functional. Independent analysis of this aspect of the project

area’s watersheds is warranted. If the project area will support an
additional 1,000 acres of feser’voirs, the irrigation needs of another
7,849 acres will be addressed (1,000 acres removed from production
+ 6,849 acres supplied with water). Or, if the project area actually
will support an additional 5,000 acres of on-farm reservoirs, the
water demand of 39,247 acres of cropland will be addressed (5,000
acres removed from production + 34,247 acres supplied with water).

Convert the unsustainable cropland to less-water-intensive uses.

Several options are or can be aya_ilable to farmers to convert irrigated
cropland to less-water-intensive uses. Switching to less water-de-
manding rice, or dryland farming are the logical first choices. For
example, new rice varieﬁes'are-.becaming available that are herbicide
resistant and require less water. Because weed control is a rnajbr
reason rice requires so much water, herbicide-resistant varieties
facilitate weed control without flooding.

USDA’s Wetlands Reserve Program (WRP) and Conservation Reserve
Program (CRP) are ideal models for this situation. These programs
are intended to retire marginal, surplus or unsustainable cropland to
convert it to less-intensive, conservation uses. These programs are
popular with farmers bé(:ause they are voluntary programs that pro-
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vide fair compensation.from taxpayers for the public environmental
and agricultural benefits obtained. WRP costs taxpayers about
$1,000 per acre in Arkansas, of which about $700 per acre goes to
the landowner as an inéentive. Although WRP has exhausted its
current authority and is oversubscribed and underfunded, it remains
an ideal model for a special program that could be authorized and
targeted for the Grand Prairie.

Farmers who choose to enroll in WRP or CRP retain ownership and
control of their property and can continue to make certain economic
uses of the property. For example, recreational income from hunting
leases or trespass fees'is a thriving industry in the Grand Prairie and
elsewhere in Arkansas. In the Grand Prairie, duck blinds typically
lease for around $5,000 per season, and deer hunting leases earn
about $2-3 per acre per season. -Finally, timber managementis a
viable long-term revenue opportunity that can be pursued on both
WRP and CRP land. -

More creatively, because much of the Grand Prairie consisted of native
tallgrass prairie prior to rice culture, vast opportunity exists to promote
bona fide prairie ecosystem restoration. Such efforts could accelerate the
recovery of northern bobwhites and other upland game species, and
eventually could even allow for restoration of greater prairie chickens to
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The Shrinking Problem

The actual magnitude of the irrigati_c}n_problem on the Grand Prairie is far
r smaller than portrayed by the Corps. This analysis is based on the Corps’ own
[ studies and analyses, as published in the Eastern Arkansas Region Comprehensive
Study, Grand Prairie Area Demonstration Project, General Reevaluation Report.
Most numbers are taken straight from the first volume of the Main Report or are
re-calculated from numbers originating in the same.

/ Acres — N

362,662 The total project area evaluated by the Corps’ General Reevaluation Report.
~115,106 Acres within total project that are not irrigated cropland (11).

247,556 Subtotal, acres of currently irrigated cropland within the total project area.

- 38,510 Acres of currently irrigated cropland the Corps would convert to reservoirs
(8,849 acres) or to “dryland” farming, ‘even if GPADP is implemented as
planned, since there will be a 59,791 acre-foot average shortfall (64). The
Corps plan would provide irrigation water for only 209,046 acres, 84.4 per-
cent of currently irrigated acreage (65, EIS-30). If the Corps is willing to
disregard these acres, this alternative need not address them.

209,046 Subtotal, acres that the sustainable alternative needs to address.

- 27,397 Acres irrigatable at 80-percent efficiency, by the alluvial aquifer’s sustain-

T ableyield, 40,000 acre-feet dmded by 1.46 feet per acre equals 27,397 acres,
(Vol.3, App. B, Sec. I, p. IV-5). -

181,649 Subtotal, acres remaining toiaddr_es_s_ '

- 9,445 Acres irrigatable by the 1,379 “maximum” acres of new reservoirs the Corps

T——— estimates are possible without a supplemental water supply (69), at 10 feet
average depth and 80-percent effi¢iency (13,790 acre-feet / 1.46 acre-feet
per acre = 9,445 acres).

172,204 Subtota2 acres remaining to address

- 50,129 Acres zmgatab}e by the existing 15,556 acres of on-farm irrigation storage

T reservoirs, at 5.43 feet average depth and 80-percent efficiency. Ofthe 84,525
acre-feet total storage capacity, at least 73,188 acre-feet are available for irri-
gation (44, 68), 73,188 acre-feet divided by 1.46 acre-feet per acre, at 80-
percent efficiency equals 50,129 acres (68).

122,075 Subtotal, acres remammg to address_

- 27,383 Additional acres irrigatable by the existing on-farm irrigation storage reser-
. — voirs, assuming the average depth is 8 feet. At 80-percent efficiency, 39,979
acre-feet divided by 1.46 acre-feet per acre equals 27,383 more irrigatable acres.

\94,692 The actual, maximum size of the Glfand Prairie’s irrigation problem. /
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Innovative Options

“The Shrinking Problem” worksheet demonstrates that the actual size of the
Grand Prairie’s irrigation problem is, at most, only 94,692 acres. To solve this
- problem with a $230 million pump and regional distribution system would require
taxpayers to spend $2,428 per acre, in addition to the money already spent to pro-
mote irrigation efficiency and on-farm storage. The alternative proposes to ad-
dress this remaining problem with an ecologically and fiscally defensible array of
innovative measures.

é The Conservation Reserve Program (CRP) and the Wetlands Reserve
Program (WRP) were designed for just such situations as the Grand
Prairie, where marginal, surplus or unsustainable cropland is avail-
able that landowners may be willing to retire, with adequate incen-
tives. Both proven programs could be earmarked to apply directly to
this project, or variants of the two popular programs could be created
for this specific application. To voluntarily retire 50,000 acres of the
unsustainable cropland under the WRP and to restore natural prairie
or bottomland hardwood habitat would cost only $50 million.

‘ Reduce waste of water even further by making every effort to exploit
emerging, cost-effective, irrigation-efficient technology and evolving
best management practices, to boost irrigation efficiency to 85 per-

cent, instead of just 80 percent. By making this 5-percent addition,
the water sources proposed in this alternative could be st:retched to
irrigate another 10,541 acres.

¢ Maximize new, on-farm irrigation storage reservoirs, beyond the
1,379 acres the Corps estimates to be feasible without a supplemental
water supply. For example, by aggressively monitoring, capturing
and storing abundant runoff water during winter months, more res-
ervoirs may be feasible. If the project area watersheds will support an
additional 1,000 acr__es,}wh_i_ch would provide 10,000 acre-feet of irri-
gation water, the irrigation demand of another 6,849 acres, at 80-
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percent efficiency, will be addressed. At 85-percent efficiency, the

10,000 acre-feet would irrigate 7,299 acres

\ 5,000

| /" Extra | Acres addressed at ~ Acres addresssed at N\
- - Reservoirs (acres) 80-percent efficiency 85-percent efficiency
1,000 6,849 7,299
2,000 13,698 14,598
34,246 36,496

/

Figure 7. Acres of irrigation demandaddressed by potential new storage reservoirs .

¢ Reduce the bottom line water demand by switching to experimental
rice varieties that require less water, such as the new Clearfield Rice
that is herbicide tolerant. Because weed control is a major reason rice
requires so much water, herbicide-resistant varieties allow better
weed control without flooding.

s Provide public incentives to directly reduce irrigation water demand,
such as purchasing short- or long-term “no irrigate” agreements with
willing farmers. The state of Georgia currently is experimenting with
this approach. Stakeholders there have achieved a functional level of
concurrence among farmers, conservationists and politicians, result-
ing in the state’s first-ever bidding process to purchase one-year, “no
irrigate,” voluntary agreements with farmers. This program costs
Georgia about $140 per acre during the first year of implementation.

b The federal government and agribusiness should place highest prior-
ity on and funding into agricultural research to reduce irrigation
water demand.. Numerous avenues exist by which to pursue this goal,
including improved crop varieties, more efficient irrigation technol-
ogy, best management practices and other creative opportunities.
Theperiod between the pr_esent and the 2015 predicted depletion of
the alluvial aquifer is ample to make substantial technical progress.
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Other Possibilities via Discrepancies

. ¢ The total project area in the Corps’ General Reevaluation Report for
the GPADP is 362,662 acres, of which 247,556 acres are irrigated
cropland (46). Folléwiﬁg the signing of the Record of Decision by the
Corps’ Division Commander, on February 25, 2000, the WRID com-
menced an intensive effort to meet the state requirement for signa-
tures from 50 percent + 1 of the landowners in the project area. Upon
realizing that only a minority of landowners supported the project,
the WRID began—in Spring 2000—carving out major pockets of
land—and landowner opposition—from the project area. By the time
the project area had been gerrymandered enough to achieve majority i
support from the remaining landowners, the project area had been
reduced by one-third, to an unofficial total of 241,000 acres, with an
unknown acreage of irrigated cropland. Thus, the actual magnitude
of the remaining irrigated cropland problem in the GPADP may be

. : substantially smaller than the 94,692 acres calculated in this alterna-
tive. o :

¢ The Corps claims that the existing 15,556 acres of on-farm irrigation
storage reservoirs are an average depth of 8 feet (31), yet calculates
the storage capacity of these existing reservoirs using an average
depth of 5.43 feet (68). This sustainable alternative assumes that, if
5.43 feet is the actual, current, average depth, the reservoirs could be
upgraded to an average depth of 8 feet by excavation or raising the
levees. If the reservoirs already are 8 feet deep, the $9.5 million up-
grade cost would be saved.

¢ The Corps states that the eicisting 15,556 acres of on-farm reservoirs
have a capacity of 84,525 acre-feet and that the entire volume is avail-
able for irrigation (44). 'Elséwhere, the Corps states that only 73,188
. acre-feet of the 84,525 aére_—feet total volume are available for irriga-
tion use (68). This alternative took the conservative step of using the
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smaller number in “The Shrinking Problem” worksheet. If the entire
volume actually is available for use, or could be made available, per
the Corps’ statement on page 44, the extra 11,337 acre-feet difference
would be sufficient to irrigate another 7,765 acres, at 80-percent
efficiency, or another 8,275 acres at 85-percent efficiency.

The Corps claims that the sustained yield of the alluvial aquifer is
35,574 acre-feet (e.g., 23). Elsewhere in the General Reevaluation
Report regarding the Peralta groundwater model, the Corps states
that the sustainable yield of the alluvial aquifer is 40,000 acre-feet
per year (Vol.3, App. B, Sec.], p. IV-5). In stark contrast elsewhere in
the main report, the Corps cites an annual recharge rate for the allu-
vial aquifer of 100,000-130,000 acre-feet per year (68). The 35,574
t0 40,000 acre-feet range for sustainable yield appears quite incon-
sistent with an annual recharge rate of 100,000 to 130,000 acre-feet
per year. Thus, the actual sustainable yield of the alluvial aquifer
could be substantially higher than the 40,000 acre-feet used in this
alternative. -

/ Estimated costs of sustainable alternative N\
' ' o Federal Cost
. ~Total Cost {65% cost-share)
Irrigation Efficiency (from 60 to ~80% on 148,600 ac)
Tailwater recovery : - $16,717,500 $10,866,375
Underground pipe $34,326,000 $22,312,290
Multi-inlet pipe | $14,860,000 $9,659,000
Reservoirs, new ' _ $3,971,520 $2,581,488
Reservoirs, upgraded $9,594,941 $6,236,712
Totals - : ' - $79,470,561 $51,655,865

Estimated costs of innovative options

Federal Cost
: Total Cost (65% cost-share)
Wetlands Reserve Program _ $50,000,000 $50,000,000
Reservoirs, new (5,000 potential additional acres) . $14,400,000 $9,360,000
“No-irrigate” agreement . L $14,624,400 Not applicable

Comparison of total costs

Grand Prairie Area Demonstration Project - $319,000,000
Sustainable Alternative o $158,000,000
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RS Conclusion
-._ :' . 'The White River is a national and international treasure that would be perma-
" nently and irreversibly compromised by the Grand Prairie Area Demonstration
" Project. Further, the Corps’ $319 million unsustainable proposal would launch 3§
Arkansas into a new era of subsidized, large-scale, intensive irrigation projects that §
would tap, divert and compromise several of the state’s publicly owned rivers. The
GPADP, ifimplemented, would pave the way for at least 12 other irrigation projects
across Arkansas that, ultimately, would re-plumb the landscape and the water re-
sources of the state’s agricultural regions. Such massive engineering projects, at
best, provide only short-term remedies for the symptoms of the deeper, larger prob-
lems of unsustainable water demand and land use, Atworst, such projects solve no
identified problems, while creating and compounding other problems, at tremen-
dous costs to taxpayers and natural resources. The sustainable alternative pro-
vides Arkansas and the nation an opportunity to choose a long-term solution at less
than half the cost. It is time for Arkansas to begin aligning agricultural and societal
. uses of the Grand Prairie with the land’s inherent capacity to sustain itself.
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Paralleled only by such other bad public
works projects as the :Cache River/Bayou
DeView Drainage Pro;ec:t The White River
Navigation Project and damming the
Buffalo River, the Grand Prairie Area
Demonsiration PrOJeCf stands as the most
coniroversial public works project cumrently
under consrdera’non by ’rhe U. S. Army Corps
of Engineers.

In partnership wn‘h' fhe Arkansas Soil and
Water Commission ond the White River
Imigation District, over $48 million taxpayer
dollars have been spent on the project

1 since 1992 while ctchlevmg less than 5% of

the projects goals. =

In the last 4 yectrs dlone opproxumofely
$14 million has come from the coffers of the
State of Arkansas in the form of grants to the




ite River Imigation District in Stuttgart. Co

Where does this” money come from?

Who bears this cost?: The answer is simple.

The people of Arkansas! ‘From Bentonville t6

- “Lake Village, from Blytheville to Texarkana,

" ever citizen in Arkonsas will bear the cost of

+~_ this and other irigation projects for which

- the Grand Prcnne Pro;ecf serves as d

- demonstration. Every student in every

~ public school, every studem‘ at a state

supported college or unlversafy who has 1o

pay higher fuition, every teacher who seeks

@ < pay raise, every library that has to cut -

back for lack of funds, every recipient of

assistance from the: Depar’rmenf of Human

Services will pay so 1hc:’r these “grants” can

- continue to flow from fhe Arkansas Soil and

Water Commission. - And all without prior
approval from the Iegsslature or governor.

How can such things happen? As

result of Referred Question No. 1 of 1998,

the ArkansasSoil and Water Commission has

authority to issue up to $300,000,000.00 of

general obligation bonds in the name of the

® State. The issuance of fhese bonds is solely

within the con’rrol of 1he Soil and Water




Sommission and is ncnl subjec’r to approval

o of ihe legislature or the’ ‘governor.

~ Not only does Son and Water hove the
j_’?cufhon’ry to issue these bond, from

“documents obtained in’its files, it is clearly
the intent of Soil and Wo’fer to “grant” over
$64,000,000.00 rcnsed from the sale of the
bonds to the Grand: Prairie Project alone.

You would ’rhmk that the landowners
that are to receive: benefits of this
magnitude would welcome it; however,
over 30% of the purporred beneficiaries
o want out.

| AM HOLDING IN MY HAND petitions
sighed by 377 landowners in the White River
Imigation District dating- back as far as 1995
asking the Prairie Counfy -Circuit Court fo
remove their land from the Imigation District.
Action on these petitions was put on hold at
the request of the WRID to give the Corps of
Engineers time Jushfy ’rhls project to these
landowners.©  Many. of the landowners
wanted assurance that the project will solve
the problem while not burdening their land
with excessive debt. 6 years later, the Corps
o still cannot justify 1he prqecf and give these




6hd0wners that assurance.
~Instead, the Whﬁe River Imigation District

| (Jndertook to re-form*the district by creating
. an Improvement Prqec’r Area. This resulted

~in the now mfomous pefition drive of

. approximately a yeargnd a half ago where

the WRID attempted 'to obtain 50% of the
landowners signatureand 50% of the
assessed value in order to form up «
different district. - Even this failed to gain
sufficient support and resulted in even more
contfroversy and -,'*h"c)frehdo'us waste  of
- taxpayer money.  For- example, between
June and August of 1999 the White River
Irigation District pmd one David Bickerstaff,
$25,000.00 plus: expense for him to “secure
the signatures of landowners for the
formation of an Improvement Project Area.”
The Agreement signed by Mr. Bickerstaff
and Mr. Gene Sullivan goes on to state, “In
the event sufficient signatures are obtained
fo form the -Improvement Project Area, a
$5,000.00 bonus will be paid to Bickerstaff.”
Another example of this horendous waste is
the payment of §$1 ,500.00 plus expenses
each month to o reg:s’rered lobbyist to




avide "political consulhng services” to the
___iD Taxpayer money to pay a lobbyist?

| AII of fhls fora prOJecf fhcn‘

. (1) The Corps or Engmeers admits is
only 86% reliable,

(2) Has had an increase in ifs cost
projection of $49, 000 000.00 in less than 2
yeaqrs,

(3) Will result in 30 000 to 40,000 acres of
cropland on the Grand Prairie having no
water for irigation ‘purposes; and if
constructed, R

(4) Will give the Arkansas Soil and Water
Commission the ability fo make farmers
cease pumping from their ground wells.

Controversy, |

_ Rapidly increasing cost projections,
Massive waste of taxpayer dollars.
Questioniable expenditure of state funds,
Inability to achieve the objective,
Lack of support,
Misinformation and unreohshc costs

projections.




__ ll of fhese are chcrac’renshcs of the
#and Praiie AreaDemonstration Project
oposed by the Corps of Engineers,
cansas Soil and Wo’rer and the White River
rigation District.
- Fortunately an- oh‘ernohve exists. An
lternative based on good science and
__ “objective analysis. Don McKenze, with the
- . assistance from other ‘organizations, has
spent most of the pasf year, analyzing the
- data and reports produced by the Corps of
@ Engineers for the Grand Prairie Irrigation
- Project. The-report that he presents to you
today is the culmination of that work.
Having been a pcn‘ of the Dickey
Compromise and member of the
Oversight/Review Committee, | can tell you
unequivocdlly, that Don’s work is exacily
what was.envisioned by that Agreement. It
uses all the “tools in the toolbox” to make
better use of the available water, maximize
instead of optimize imigation techniques and
practices for water management and retires
® marginal land from production. It achieves
all of the objechves necessary fo bring a




ustainable solution to' aquifer depletion at
less than half the cost and, without pumping

~ from.any river. It also leaves control of

imigation water with the landowners, not
with a bureaucratic en’n’ry such as the White
River Imigation District.”

Recently, | have recelved unconfirmed
reports that the Corps is reviewing the
reliability aspect of their proposal.
- Additionally, it has been reported that the
Corps is how considering removing up 1o
50,000 acres of Grand Praiie land from
production. These 50,000 +/- acres would
be used for ecosystem restoration to make
the project more “environmentally friendly*
or-acceptable. If this'is true, || find it more
than coincidental that such action comes
at this ime. Especially in light of the fact
that the Corps stated in December of 2000
that the original plan was the only way to
address the problem :

| encourage you to look at the number
and diversity of those who have endorsed
Don’s alternative.  Coupled with the




nents of the compromised presented
Jerry Lee Bogard and International Paper
a year ago and, the number of
downers who have pefitioned to be
imoved from the District, the overwhelming
gnitude of the opposition to the Corps
an is clear. It should be equally clear that
e plan presenfed\’ro_ you today by Mr.
cKenzie is a responsible, sustainable
solution fo the problem. |
Responsible in “that it does not
. incorporate diversion of any stream for
-~ agricultural use. Over $230 million of the
$319 million the Corp proposes 1o spend on
the project would be spent on a system- of
pumps and candls ’fo divert the White River
to the Grand Prairie.” The operative word is
“divert”. Instead of finding a solution to the
problem, the Corps proposal takes the
“water resources of the White River basin and
 “re-allocates” them away from hunters,
fishermen and sportsmen to agriculture.

The clearest example of this is flooding
of rice fields for hunting with White River
@ \aier. The White and Cache River Refuges




_.Sﬁ’ru’re THE largesf public woferfowl
fing lands in the Iower Mississippi Delta.
. civically un-responsable to take water
hat is utilized on public waterfow! hunting
ind and sell it at highly subsidized rates for
se on private hunting lands.
- And it is not just with waterfowl. River
Tevels would be lowered during the times of
~year when fish spawn occurs. Addtionally,
the very water the Corps proposes to pump
- from the White River for rice production is
-~ cumrently being used for production of seed.
N ) ~ Pecans, acorns, walnuts and other mast
seeds used by deer, squirrel and waterfowl
are produced in obundcnce when the river
bottoms flood. The same drought that has
impacted agriculfure has also had a
negative effect on the acorn crop in the
river basin.  Apparently, the proponents
measure .the production of rice and
soybeans as more important than food
production for woferfowl deer and other
wildlife.
Mr. McKenzie's al’remo’nve is responsible
from the standpoint of the communities and
® iowns who reap economic benefit from the




P river.. What umpac’r will the loss of duck
' hunting days mean to towns like Clarendon,
~ Brinkley, Augusta, Stutigart and others2
- What impact will a reduction in the amount
of food for deer have on these towns?
None of this has been studied by the Corps,
Arkansas Soil and Wc_:n‘er_ nor the WRID.

The Corps quickly counters these facts
by saying that the pumping regime will be
conducted in such a way as to not effect
the health of the White River and the
bottomlands. Unfortunately, the Corps
does not have control over when and how
pumping will take place. This is controlled by
the Arkansas Soil and Water Commission.

In its White River ”czllocc’non plan™ Soil
 and Water established a pumping “floor” of

16 feet on the Clarendon gauge. Below this
no pumping would take place. However,
language. in that same plan provides that
the Director of Soil and Water can deviate
from the plan if necessary. One of the
primary factors to be considered in
determining whether fo deviate or not was
the ‘“cost of any infrastructure or
improvements”.  Imagine that the White




is at 10 feet as it is today, it dry in July
farmers are demanding water. s it
listic to believe that Soil and Water will or
even could reject the demands of the farm
community to  “turn on the pumps"?
Absolutely notl  How could Soil and Water
ustify letting millions of dollars in crops burn
“up when the mechanism is in place to
“pump water. They could and would not.
~The term ‘“excess water"” would be
‘relegated to coffee shop debates but total
removed from reality. Any water within the
banks of the White River, regardless of its
level, would be available for agricultural
use. |

Imigation  technology has  clearly
demonstrated that this vast water resource
can be depleted in short order. In less than
100 years, this underground lake we call the

~ Alluvial  Aquifer has been placed in
jeopardy. A lake which extends under most

of Eastern "Arkansas into Mississippi and
Tennessee. |If a water resource this large

can be depleted in that short a period, how

long will the White River survive2 How long

® iirice farming remain on the Grand Prairie




vive if this avenue is pursued2 Not longl -
. The dltemafive presented by Mr.
cKenz:e eliminates all .of these issues and
he coniroversy they create. Instead of
putting a band-aid on the problem, it gets
o the root of the problem and fashions a
‘remedy that can sustain irigated agriculture
for future generations. A remedy that is
responsible, non-controversial but  most
~importantly for agriculiure, sustainable.
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Grand Prairie Area Demonstration Project

Recently, a paper was provided to the Grand Prairie On-Farm Environmental
Team. This paper included an alternative to the Grand Prairie Area Demonstration
Project called the Grand Prairie Alternative (GPA). It stated that this proposal was
presented at a TWS meeting on February 7, 2001. 1t also included a mobilization
strategy as quoted below.

“Given that the crucial Congressional Appropriations cycle is rapidly
approaching, there may be insufficient time to become immersed in a GPA
feasibility analysis that strives for a 100% level of certainty. Rather, it might be
more important to quickly join forces with agricultural opponents of the GPADP
with a moderately well researched GPA and aftempt to cast a reasonable doubt
over Congress’ consideration of the $319 million GPADP appropriation. This
potentially could fir in with the new administration’s desire to reduce government
spending. It also might be a good idea to develop the GPA behind the scenes and
seek an influential local farmer - or group of producers — to take credit for the
proposal and sell it to others in the community, particularly if they have any links
to the Governor’s Water Task Force.”

This GPA proposal claimed to be able to develop surface water supplies sufficient
to irrigate 75% (180,000 acres) of the cropland in the Grand Prairie project area by
increasing irrigation efficiency to 80% and increasing storage. The proposal also said
that the farmers would be paid to retire that land unable to be irrigated and get paid for
the land converted {o reservoirs.

The information presented in this proposal was considered by the Corps and the
NRCS. Studies conducted by the Natural Resources Conservation Service and others
have indicated that getting 80% irrigation efficiency over a large area is just not possible,
Getting 80% on an individual farm may be possible, but it is not possible over a large
area. Even with 80% efficiency and additional storage, irrigated agriculture could not be
continued on 180,000 acres. Analyses indicate that the with an increase to 80% efficiency
but without a source of additional water, water would be available for only 72,900 acres.
Approximately 18,300 additional acres could be irrigated over the 54,600 in the future
without project conditions. This mean that even with an increase to 80% efficiency,
water would not be available to continue irrigation on 70% of the land currently irrigated
with disastrous effects to the regional and national economy.

From a practical standpoint, this winter (2001) is the first time in the last 3 years
that many farmers have reported being able to fill their existing reservoirs. The Grand
Prairie Area Demonstration Project will more than double the recoverable storage in the
project area filling these reservoirs first from rainfall. Studies have been conduced on the
amount of rainfall that could be captured. Increasing reservoirs without a source of water
to fill them in most years will spread the existing water over more surface acres and
increase evaporation.




- The majority of the Grand Prairie is not wetlands, it was a prairie. It is not likely
the land payments program proposed would ever be funded to such an extend over such a
relatively limited area when the WRP program is targeted to wetlands.

- The paper implies that the Grand Prairie will not save the aquifers. Two fresh

water aquifers underlay the Grand Prairie, the Mississippi Valley Alluvial Aquifer and
the Sparta Aquifer. As the alluvial is depleted, irrigators are turning to the Sparta witch
also furnishes the drinking water and water for industry. This resource does not have the
water carrying or recharge capacity of the alluvial and will be depleted by agricultural
use. It also is more susceptible to permanent compaction and salt water intrusion from
the salt-water aquifers located underneath as its water level and water pressure drops.
The Grand Prairie Area Demonstration Project does not use any water from the Sparta
aquifer for irrigation. The water from the Sparta is also much more expensive. The
project would still use the alluvial aquifer at its long-term safe yield, the water that could
be pumped afier the aquifer is essentially depleted. This number is significantly less than
the current recharge rate for the project. The project has a water shortfall on an average
annual basis, but even if the short fall is met from the alluvial aquifer, its current recharge
rate is greater than the safe yield plus the unmet need. This assumes that the project is
built before the aquifer is depleted.

The stated purpose of this proposal is to “cast a reasonable doubt” over the
Congressional appropriation for the Grand Prairie Area Demonstration Project. The
paper stated that a feasibility level study will not be done. Even if the people developing
it were serious about implementation and a means was found to implement it, this GPA
proposal would not realize the benefits claimed. The Grand Prairie Area Demonstration
Project has had years of serious study and has just completed a review of the water
sources for the project. Environmental agencies were involved in the studies, and all
environmental reviews have been completed for compliance with the National
Environmental Policy Act. Studies have indicated that no significant impacts to the
White River would occur. The project was planned allocating water to the needs of fish
and wildlife, water quality, and navigation before any water diversion would occur. The
project will protect both the Sparta and Mississippi Valley Alluvial Aquifers and will
provide the water necessary to continue irrigated agriculture in the Grand Prairie.




Summery of primary objectives of the “California” plan. No documentation was offered
to support the plan, the ability to implement the plan, or its results.

Prevent water diversions from the White River
Prevent the establishment of a comprehensive water distribution system that could
easily be modified, at a later date, into a system capable of diverting water from the
White River

* Develop surface water supplies sufficient to irrigate 75% (180,000 acres) of the
cropland in the Grand Prairie project area This is not possible

e Enhancement of existing water storage reservoirs This is included in the authorized
project

» Construction of new water storage reservoirs This is included in the authorized
project

» Water conservation measures (tailwater recovery, pipelines, applications systems)
This is included in the authorized project

o Retire cropland through mechanisms more fucrative to farmers than the continued
cropping of soybeans and other lower value cash crops There is currently no
mechanism available to get Federal funds to do this

» WRP (Special Project $ appropriated and not subject to competitive ranking),
combined with the additional lease of waterfow] hunting rights of sale of WRP land
for a:duck club Most of the Grand Prairie is not wetlands, without rice farming
there would be many fewer ducks on the Grand Prairie. There is currently no
mechanism available to get Federal funds to do this

» Irrigation storage reservoirs with land use payment (75-100% of land value for loss of
cropping potential + 75-100% cost-sharing) There is currently no mechanism
available to get Federal funds to do this

¢ (ain the support of members of the agricultural community that may have been ‘on
the fence” with respect to the GPADP




The debate on 70% vs 80% average irrigation efficiency for the Grand Prairie
Project.

Irigation Efficiency is the ratio of the average depth of irrigation water beneficially used to the average
- depth applied, expressed as a percentage. :

While the concept of Irrigation Efficiency seems simple and straight forward, the actual application of this
term to field practice is very complicated and difficult to understand. Irrgation Efficiency is directly
related to 2 myriad of variables which must be considered when deciding when and how much to irrigate.
Some of the factors influencing irrigation efficiency include field slope, field size, soil type, soil texture,
slope variability, paddy size, furrow length, flow rate, water source availability (timing), water source
atnousnt, infiliration rates, deep percolation rates, rainfali, evaporation rates, temperature, existing soil
moisture, available water holding capacity of the soil, traffic pans, irrigation application methods, and
probably most important of ali, management practices.

From “Design and Operation of Farm Irrigation Systems” an ASAE Monograph Number 3in a
series published by American Society of Agricultural Engineers, September 1983

“One of the most important terms that is used extensively by irripation specialists in designing and
operating irrigation projects is irrigation efficiency. However, the same term is not well understood by
rany policy makers and others only casually acquainted with irrigated agriculture.” ...

“Undoubtedly, many irrigated proiects could reduce the net consumption of water by substantial
improvements in the distribution and on-farm systems, but the savings in water generally will not be
proportionai to the changes in irrigation efficiency as is often erroneously assumed. This is 2 very common
misconception that is expressed by the general public when evaluating or considering the use of water for
crop production.”

An interagency task force report (FFFR, 1979) indicated that “If ali measures in the Soil Conservation
Service survey were implemented under a 25-yr accelerated program, it is estimated that conveyance
efficiency could be increased 10 percent, and on-farm efficiencies 13 percent.”

NRCS has estimated an average 10% tmprovement in on-farm irrigation efficiencies as a result of installing
conservation practices in the Grand Prairie Project Area.

From “United States Department of Agriculture, Soil Conservation Service, National Engineering
Handbook, Section 15, Irrigatien, Chapter 4, Border Irrigation”

Success in designing an krigation system depends on the ability of the designer to make a reasonable
estimate of the efficiency that can be achieved on a particular site under a given set of management
conditions. In most cases, the principal hazard is overestimating efficiency, which leads to desigaing an
irrigation system which cannot achieve adequate irrigation at the efficiency that can actually be obtained.
“In all irrigation methods, efficiency is affected more by the management practices of the irrigator than by
any other factor”

“On gently sloping well-leveled fields, if adequate facilities for the control and distribution of water are
installed and good frrigation management practices are followed, a field efficiency of 60 to 75 percent
usually is feasible.”

Table 4-12 lists “Suggested design efficiency for graded border irrigation by slope and intake family.” The
values range from 30% to 80% with 15 instances of 80% recominended as a “field design™ efficiency out of
approximately 350 instances listed in the table.




Tt should be noted that contour levee rrigation is modified form of border imigation and is slightly less
efficient due in large part to the varying sizes of the “paddies™.

From “United States Pepartment of Agriculture, Natural Ressurces Conservation Service, National
~ Engineering Handbook, Part 652, Irrigation Guide” -

Section 652.6904(b) Irrigation efficiency definitions

“Trrigation efficiencies are a measure of how well an irrigation systern works as weil as the level of
management of the system.”

{7) Potential or design application efficiencies

“Potential or design application efficiencies are usnally those recommended in the irrigation guide and in
various tables and charts in NEH, Part 623, (Section 15) hrigation. These efficiencies are typically used
for designing irrigation systems, The efficiency recommendations usually assume good management and
maintenance of 2 well designed and installed system.” ... “Judgement by the designer is required.
Overestimating the operators level of management can result in an inadequate brigation system design.”

SUMMARY

On February 7, 2001, a paper entitled “A Central Valley of California Perspective on the Grand Prairie
Area Demonstration Project and Ideas that Could be Incorporated into a Grand Prairie Alternative” was
presented at a TWS meeting by Mr, Dave Smith. In this paper Mr. Smith touts the need to “achieve 80%
ungatzon efficiency™.

The credentials in the field of irrigation of these individuals making these ¢laims are not presented. The
NRCS employees utilized to assist in the planning, design, and development of the Grand Prairie Arca
Demonstration Project plan are experts in the fields of irigation and/or engineering. Those making the
claims appear to be “only casually acquainted with irrigated agricalture” as stated in paragraph 1 above
and have lite if any knowledge related to the requirements to meet an average of “80% irrigation
efficiency” for the entire project area. However, documentation of information for public and NRCS
review would be considered.

The NRCS agrees that we should “strive to attzin greater than 80% efficiency”. However, to claim that an
average 80% irrigation efficiency can be accomplished over the entire project area would be irresponsible
and would likely bring questions about the economic viability of the project if the econosnic analysis were
based on this figure,

In order to achieve an 80% average irrigation efficiency on a single field, an 80% average irrigation
efficiency must be accomplished for every irrigation (as many as § per year for soybeans), for every year,
for the life of the project {50 years). Projected to the farm level, every field must maintain this average for
every year, for the life of the project. Projected to the project level, every farm must maintain this average
for every year, for the life of the project.

Axnyone with experience in handling more thar a single task at a time, wili realize this is a very admiral
goal, but not likely to be achieved.

NRCS has utitized an abundance of information, data, studies, expertise, experience and professional
judgement in order to develop the on-farm portion of the Grand Prairie Area Demonstration Project plan.
We stand by this information as our best estimate of achievable results and will gladly review this
information with anyone willing to spend the time necessary to understand the processes utilized in the
development of this plan.



A Central Valley of California Perspective on the Grand Prairie Area Demeonstration Project and

Ideas that Conld be Incorporated into a
Grand Prairie Alternative

By Dave Smith

The Grand Prairie Area Demonstration Project (GDADP) appears similar in scope, intent, and rationale to
many of the irrigation projects constructed in the Central Valley of California during the last 70 yeass,
Foremost, the fundamental premise behind the project is that surface imigation water must be developed to
maintain irrigated agricuiture in the face of a declining aquifer. Striking similarities exist between the
GPADP and the events that took place in California’s Tulare Basin over the past century, including the
following;

Nawrally functioning wetland systems that could only be described as “national treasures”
historically existed,

The region’s extracrdinary hydrologic features (abundant rainfall for the White River watershed;
significant snowmelt from the adjacent massive Sierra Nevada for the Tulare Basin) provided a
plentiful water resource that flooded the region’s wetlands in a dynamic manner,

Drainage projects aliowed conversion to agriculiure during the late 1800"s and early 1900°s,
dramatically altering the historic landscape and resulting in significant wetland loss,

Groundwater pumping was initiated around 1910 and allowed the saccessful development of
irrigated agricubture, but was conducted in 2 non-sustainable manner that uitimately threatened to
deplete the aquifer,

Irrigation projects were proposed to provide the water sapplies necessary to maintain crop
production at current levels.

While the fate of the GPADP and the Lower White River wetland ecosystem remains to be deterimined, the
fate of the Tulare Basin’s wetlands has been long since been sealed. Over 97% of the Tulare Basin’s
500,000 acres of historic wetland have been converted into cropiand. The development of flood control
and irrigation projects has essentially eliminated the region’s natural hydrology. Further, the appropriation
of federally subsidized irrigation water o agriculture has left the remaining 3,000 acres of privately owned
wetlands without a viable water source. Private wetlands water supplies in the Basin are currently
comprised of 92% groundwater - pumped from depths of over 500 feet at a cost that averages $45/acre-
foot. The water supply to the region’s single public wetland, the Kern National Wildlife Refuge, was
restored with the passing of the Central Valiey Proiect of Improvement Act of 1992 through appropriation
of 25,000 acre-feet of federal irrigation project yield to be delivered through a series of aqueducts, canals,
and lift pumps, Little hope currently exists for restoring additional wetlands with significant functions and
values in the region due to the lack of natural hydrology and reasonably priced water managed supplies for
wetlands,

Clearly, it is conceivable that the GPADP and other irrigation projects currently proposed in the White
River watershed have the potential to set in motion a chain of events that could eventually leadto a
developed water system similar to that currently in place in the Central Valley of California. The
relationship between loss of natural hydrology and loss of wetland acres, functions, and values in the
Central Valley, particularly in the above-mentioned Tulare Basin, cannot be disputed - it is simply fact.
Thas, from the Central Valley wetland wildiife conservation perspective, it would appear extremely
important for the Arkansas wildlife community to aggressively seek an alternative Grand Prairie solution
that does not involve water diversions from the White River and/or construction of a surface water
irrigation system that would facilitate future diversions from the White River.



